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introduction 


On November 28, 1990, Congress created 
the Gila Box Riparian National Conservation 
Area (RNCA) in Section 201 of the Arizona 
Desert Wilderness Act (Act), Public Law 101- 
628. Designating the Gila Box as a Riparian 
National Conservation Area was a 
compromise designed to protect the area’s 
valuable resources while forgoing some of the 
restrictions associated with wilderness 
designation. 

As stated in the Act, the principal 
objective for establishing the RNCA was to 
“conserve, protect, and enhance” the riparian 
values of the area. Four perennial waterways 
— the Gila River, Bonita Creek, Eagle Creek, 
and San Francisco River — are the lifeblood 
of this remarkable place. Not only does the 
RNCA hold one of the most significant 
riparian zones in the Southwest, it offers 
tiemendous scientific, cultural, scenic, 
recreational, and other associated values. It is 
one of only two RNCAs in the nation. 

A number of people were instrumental in 
the RNCA’s formation, including Arizona 
congressmen Morris K. Udall and Jim Kolbe. 
Congressman Udall, as a member of the 
Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, 
helped craft the language of the February 21st 
House Report that preceded the Act. 
Congressman Kolbe led efforts to delineate 
the boundaries of the RNCA and maintained a 
keen interest throughout the designation 
process and planning efforts, attending public 
meetings and tours of the RNCA. 

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
Safford Field Office ha. always recognized 
the tremendous values of this area and has 
endeavored to conserve and enhance them. 
Prior to the designation of the RNCA, the 
BLM received the American Fisheries 
Society’s top award for Excellence in 
Riparian Management in 1988 for its 
management of Bonita Creek. Since the 
RNCA’s creation, the BLM has increased its 
management efforts there. This focus has 
resulted in notable improvements to the 
riparian values of the RNCA as well as to the 
other resources. 
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Setting 

Located in southeastern Arizona, the Gila 
Box Riparian National Conservation Area ts 
180 miles east of Phoenix, Arizona, in 
Graham and Greenlee counties. The RNCA 
lies 12 miles northeast of the town of Safford 
and has approximately 21,767 acres of public 
land and 1,720 acres of private land within its 
designate 1 boundary. The northwest boundary 
borders the San Carlos Apache Reservation. 
The Gila Box ecosystem includes 200,000 
acres of land surrounding to the towns of 
Safford, Clifton, and Morenci. The 
headwaiers of the Gila River are located in 
New Mexico. 


Resource Values 


A major feature of the Gila Box Riparian 
National Conservation Area is the four rivers 
and streams -— included within its boundary. 
They represent nearly 40 miles of perennial 
streamflow, with 23 miles in the Gila River, 
15 miles in Bonita Creek, and a short stretch 
of the San Francisco. All three have been 
proposed for Wild and Scenic River 
designation. 

Bonita Creek is known for its exceptional 
water quality, and is one of only 10 
designated Unique Waters in the state. This 
honor is reserved for streams whose existing 
water quality is better than that required by 
State water quality standards. This speaks well 
for the BLM’s watershed and riparian 
management. The BLM is in the process of 
quantifying federal reserve water rights and 
instream flow rights for Bonita Creek and the 
Gila River. The City of Safford’s water 
system originates in Bonita Creek, providing 
water for 17,000 Gila Valley residents. 

Bonita Creek provides habitat for five 
species of native fish and is, for the most part, 
free of exotic fish contamination. Even 
though the perennial surface flow is 
intermittent in some stretches, this creek is 
very productive, and is often said to have the 
highest fish biomass of any stream in the 
Southwest. The five species of fish found here 
— desert sucker, Sonoran sucker, Gila chub, 
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longfin dace, and spec kled dace — are 
abundant and doing well. 

The Gila River has been designated as 
critical habitat for the razorback sucker, a 
federally endangered species. Preliminary 
surveys have found no specimens of this 
native fish species here, probably due to the 
non-native fish population thriving there. 
Reintroduction could not be considered by the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department (AGFD) 
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) 
until these exotics are removed. 

In a desert environment, riparian areas are 
a mecca for wildlife species because of their 
lush vegetation and available water. The Gila 
Box is no exception. It provides three special 
types of habitat for wildlife and fish. The 
most significant is the 800 acres of riparian 
vegetation that attract abundant wildlife, 
including over 200 species of neotropical 
migratory birds and big game species such as 
Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, javelina, and 
mule deer. The Gila Box provides habitat or 
potential habitat for eight endangered species 
— bald eagle, peregrine falcon, southwestern 
willow flycatcher, cactus ferruginous pygmy- 
owl, razorback sucker, spikedace, loach 
minnow, and Arizona hedgehog cactus -—— 
plus two candidate species, the Gila chub and 
yellow-billed cuckoo. The perennial streams 
within the RNCA are home to six native fish 
species and eight non-native fish species. The 
cliffs surrounding the Gila River and Bonita 
Creek provide habitat for numerous species. 
Just outside the RNCA boundary, Eagle Creek 
Bat Cave is one of the largest maternity roosts 
for Mexican free-tailed bats in the Southwest. 

The riparian areas along the rivers that are 
close to town and accessible by two-wheel- 
drive receive heavy recreation use from local 
residents and tourists from regional 
metropolitan areas. Tne RNCA is crossed by 
the BLM’s Black Hills National Back 
Country Byway, which provides access to the 
upstream portion of the Gila River and a 
favorite launch site for rafts and kayaks 
floating “the Box.” The RNCA is dissected by 
numerous four-wheel-drive roads that provide 
opportunities for back country travel by off- 


The Bonita Creek Watchable Wildlife Viewing Area, 
dedicated in 1997, provides a bird's-eye view of the 
riparian canopy of Bonita Creek. This fully 
accessible trail and platform afford excellent 
Opportunities to view neotropical migratory birds 
that nest along the creek. 


highway vehicle or mountain bike. Trails, 
including the historic Safford-Morenci Trail, 
cross the RNCA. Other popular recreational 
uses of the RNCA include picnicking, 
camping, fishing, horseback riding, and 
hunting. 

The Gila Box also has a weal ‘ultural 
resources. There are over 30 known =x oric 
sites, including the Serna Cabin and Old Lady 
Gay Cabin. More than 30 prehistoric sites 
have also been recorded, with the most 
notable being the Pueblo Devol cliff 
dwellings. 

The Gila River watershed includes the 
Phelps Dodge Morenci Mine, second-highest 
copper producer in the world. The Gila and 
San Francisco rivers, along with Eagle Creek, 
pass through portions of the mine’s 
operational area. A new copper mine is being 
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planned by Phelps Dodge downstream from 
the RNCA near Safford, and the BLM has 
issued a draft environmental impact statement 
(DEIS) assessing potential impacts to the 
watershed. A land exchange option considered 
within that DEIS would benefit the RNCA by 
placing two private inholdings along Bonita 
Creek in public ownership. 

There are 32 placer mining claims within 
the Gila Box RNCA; these claims were 
staked prior to its designation and have been 
properly held and maintained as of the date of 
this report. 


RNCA Interim 
Management and 


Objectives Achieved 


Congress created the Gila Box RNCA to 
“conserve, protect, and enhance” its riparian 
resources and their associated values. The 
BLM has made tremendous progress in 
accomplishing this goal. The following 
paragraphs briefly describe the major 
accomplishments to date: 


Management Plan 

Work on the management plan began 
shortly after designation in 1990, with the 
establishment of the public advisory 
committee (see page 7). This effort required. 
countless hours of interaction with the public 
and advisory committee, as well as 
consideration of resource needs. A draft plan 
was completed in 1993 and generated 
significant public comments. Consultation 
efforts were updated with Native American 
nations, FWS, and the advisory committee. 
The final management plan for the RNCA 
was released on December 19, 1997, resulting 
in numerous appeals (see page 8). This plan 
sets the management direction of the RNCA 
for the next 15 years. As the management 
plan is followed, the riparian and associated 
values will increase and improve. 
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Map and Legal 


Description 

The boundary of the RNCA is well 
defined by a state-of-the-art map featuring a 
topographical feature known as “shaded 
relief” (Enclosure |). The map portrays the 
RNCA location, land ownership status, trails 
and roads, and recreation developments. A 
complete legal description of the RNCA will 
not be possible until a legal survey of the 
boundary is completed. 


Riparian 

In FY 94-95, the BLM assessed resource 
condition of all riparian areas using a newly 
developed assessment tool, Proper 
Functioning Condition (PFC). The evaluation 
concluded that riparian vegetation and 
channel morphology are both on an upward 
trend, which means they are improving. 
Sections of the Gila River corridor are 
approaching proper functioning condition, 
while some sections are functioning at risk. 
Barring a major flood event, the sections 
functioning at risk will continue to improve 
toward PFC. A significant accomplishment 
during 1994 and 1995 was completion of an 
intensive riparian inventory for the Gila 
River, conducted by BLM staff with the 
support of a graduate student working on her 
Master’s thesis. Five miles of gap fencing 
along the Gila River were built through grant 
monies. This gap fencing will reduce the 
number of cattle along the RNCA’s 
waterways and result in improved riparian 
growth. 


Endangered Species 

Ten listed or candidate threatened and 
endangered (T&E) species are dependent 
upon the aquatic and riparian resources of the 
RNCA. Riparian health is improving, 
resulting in better habitat for these species. 
The improvements are largely a result of the 
modification of livestock grazing, including 
removal of livestock from the riparian 
corridors. 
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Recreation 

The RNCA is fast becoming a valued 
recreation area both for water sports and 
dispersed recreation. BLM received an 
Arizona Game and Fish Department Heritage 
Grant to develop a watchable wildlife viewing 
area at the mouth of Bonita Creek. This 
project was completed in 1997 and includes a 
fully accessible trail with interpretive panels, 
benches, and a wildlife viewing platform 
located on the cliffs overlooking the creek. 
The BLM also received an Arizona State 
Parks Off-Highway Vehicle Fund grant for 
two campgrounds in the desert uplands of the 
RNCA which will move overnight human use 
out of the sensitive riparian corridors of the 
RNCA. Additionally, the BLM constructed a 
restroom at the mouth of Bonita Creek to 
alleviate significant problems with human 
waste that resulted from intensive recreational 
use at that location. 


Wild and Scenic Rivers 

In FY 1994, the BLM completed wild and 
scenic river suitability analyses which were 
incorporated into the statewide wild and 
scenic river environmental impact statement. 
Portions of the Gila and San Francisco rivers 
and Bonita Creek were recommended for 
designation and this recommendation was 
forwarded in early Spring 1997 to Congress 
by the Secretary of the Interior. 


Livestock Management 

Livestock are being excluded from 
riparian areas. Approximately 28 miles of 
fence and numerous water gaps (livestock 
water access points) have been built over the 
past 20 years to better manage livestock away 
from the riparian areas of the RNCA. 
Approximately 15 miles of water pipeline and 
20,000 gallons of water storage have been 
located through the uplands bordering the 
RNCA to reduce livestock use of water in the 
riparian areas. Early in 1996, the BLM 
received a $157,000 grant from the Arizona 
Water Protection Fund for water gaps and 
solar pumps in the Gila Box RNCA. These 


monies have been used to install solar pumps 
in Bonita Creek, reducing the dependance on 
diesel pumps located in the riparian area. A 
water gap was constructed at the mouth of 
Eagle Creek, and another will be constructed 
near the mouth of the San Francisco River in 
the future. 


Cultural Resources 


To protect archaeological resources 
subject to vandalism and looting at the Pueblo 
Devol cliff dwelling in Bonita Creek, the 
BLM completed an excavation and 
stabilization of the site in FYs 92-93. 
Materials excavated were curated by the 
Amerind Foundation. Two studies were 
completed in 1993, the “Gila River 
Streamflow Reconstruction” and “El Rio 
Bonito: An Ethnoecological Study of the 
Bonita Creek Watershed, Southeastern 
Arizona.” Stabilization of the Old Lady Gay 
Cabin was initiated in 1994. The BLM felt 
immediate action was warranted because the 
cabin was approaching a critical point beyond 
which it could not be saved. Two additional 
studies were also completed: “Of Bulls, 
Bears, and Fireflies: Historic Bonita Creek, an 
Archaeological Perspective, Graham County, 
Arizona” and “The Old Lady Gay Cabin 
Ranch: An Architectural Evaluation and 
Management Plan for AZ W:14:5 (ASM) on 
Bonita Creek, Graham County, Arizona.” 
These studies added significantly to our 
knowledge of resource conditions in the Gila 
Box RNCA prior to and at the time of 
European settlement of this area. 


Acquisition 

Since 1994, the Safford Field Office has 
diligently processed two exchange proposals 
proposed by Phelps Dodge Inc. These offer to 
the BLM 1,140 acres of private inholdings 
within the RNCA in exchange of public lands 
adjacent to copper mining areas. Those areas 
offered to the BLM include a parcel in Bonita 
Creek and at the mouth of Eagle Creek within 
the RNCA bounaary. 
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Photo by Diane Drobka 


No opportunities have arisen which 
would allow the BLM to acquire portions of 


Eagle Creek outside of the RNCA boundaries, 


although acquisition of this area would 
enhance overall management of the RNCA. 
The BLM would pursue acquisition of 
additional acreage in Eagle Creek using Land 
and Water Conservation Funds if the current 
owner, Phelps Dodge, was a willing seller or 
offered it in a future exchange. 
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offices, including Sen. Jon Kyl (R-AZ) and 
Sen. Pete Domenici (R-NM). 


Minerals 
The Gila Box RNCA was closed to 

mineral entry and mineral leasing when it was 

designated by Congress in 1990, and no 

mineral materials contracts will be considered 

within the RNCA. Locatable mineral activity 
will be allowed, subject to 
valid existing rights, 
pursuant to regulations 
preventing unnecessary or 
undue degradation, and 
ensuring reclamation 1s 
completed once mining 
ceases. 
The BLM initiated a 
mineral validity 
examination on two placer 
mining claims, 
encompassing about 240 
acres, and prepared a 
mineral report 
documenting the findings. 
The report concluded that 
the two claims did not 


The Black Hills Back Country Byway provides public access to the Gila support a discovery 


River. A launch site for rafts and kayaks located just below the bridge is 


also a favorite picnic area. 


Watershed 


The BLM participates in the San 
Carlos/Safford/Duncan Non-Point Source 
Group and Gila Monster, grassroots efforts 
addressing non-point source water pollution 
in the Gila River watershed (see page 10). 
These groups spearheaded several efforts 
related to the Gila River that will benefit the 
Gila Box RNCA by improving overall water 
quality within the watershed. Representatives 
attended a national Grazing Lands Forum in 
Washington, D.C., in 1996. The conference 
focused on partnering efforts to solve 
resource management problems, and the 
group was invited to share their success story. 
While in Washington, members met with a 
broad spectrum of officials and agencies. This 
included briefings for five congressional 
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pursuant to the General 
Mining Law of 1872. A 
contest complaint was issued against the 
claims. The claimant answered the contest 
complaint, and an evidentiary hearing will be 
held before the Department of the Interior, 
Office of Hearings and Appeals; a hearing 
date has not been set. Reclamation and 
protection of this site adjacent to the Gila 
River and mouth of Bonita Creek are a high 
priority. 


Rights-of-way 

Because of extensive flood damage in 
1994, the City of Safford undertook major 
repairs to their water system right-of-way in 
Bonita Creek. During that time period, the 
BLM helped move 17,000 native fish out of 
the construction zone and relocate them to a 
safe location in Bonita Creek. The floods also 
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The Safford Field Office has worked for many years t 


r 


following exclusion ot cattie. 


damaged about a mile of riparian road in 
Bonita Creek north of Lee Trail. The BLM 
completed Section 7 consultation with FWS 
and the City repaired the road and water 
system. 


Access 

Prior to designation of the Gila Box 
RNCA, the BLM and City of Safford 
cooperatively maintained a | 5-muile road the 
entire length of Bonita Creek. Additiunally, 
the City of Safford maintained numerous spur 
roads associated with their water system 
right-of-way. Upon designation of the RNCA, 
the BLM stopped maintaining roads in 
riparian corridors, and the City agreed to 
maintain only those roads needed for 
operation of their water system in Bonita 
Creek. Since August 1993, the BLM has 
maintained only those roads identified in the 
draft plan. This has greatly reduced the 
acreage of roads in the bottom of Bonita 
Creek and will lead to greater streambank 
stability. Numerous four-wheel-drive roads 
remain open in the uplands to provide 
opportunities for back country recreation. 


) exclude livestock from sensitive riparian areas 


[hese photos show an exclosure along Bonita Creek in 1964, then the same spot six years later in 1992 


Planning Process 

The Gila Box RNCA planning team used 
an interdisciplinary approach to develop the 
management plan. This integrated plan 
addresses all resource values and directs each 
program’s on-the-ground management. The 
planning process was quite lengthy as a result 
of public controversy on resource allocation 
decisions. 

The planning approach included public 
involvement throughout the process. The 
Arizona Desert Wilderness Act of 1990 
directed the BLM to use an advisory 
committee appointed by the Secretary of the 
Interior to assist in the preparation and 
implementation of the management plan. This 
seven-member committee represented local, 
regional, and national interest groups. Two of 
the committee members were selected from 
the local counties - Giaham and Greenlee - 
and one member was nominated by the 
Governor of Arizona. The remaining four 
committee members, from cities outside the 
immediate area, had expertise in specific 
resource disciplines related to the RNCA. All 
committee meetings were open to the public. 

The following persons were appointed by 
the Secretary of the Interior as members of 
the Gila Box RNCA Advisory Committee and 
were instrumental in the development of the 
management plan. 
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1992 - 1995 Advisory Committee 
Name Category 


Ms. Tanna Thornburg Riparian Ecology, Environmental Education, and Recreation 
Dr. Richard H. (Pete) Hawkins Hydrology 


Ms. Gail Peters Riparian Ecology, Recreation, Environmental Education, and 
Wildlife 


Dr. Anne Woosley Cultural Resources 
Mr. Jeff Menges Representative of the Governor of Arizona 
Mr. Fred Menzer Representative of the Greenlee County Board of Supervisors 


Mr. Governor Hunt Aker Representative of the Graham County Board of Supervisors 
(Mayor of Safford) 


1995 - 1997 Advisory Committee 
Name Category 


Mr. Dan Fischer Wildlife, Recreation 

Dr. Richard H. (Pete) Hawkins Hydrology 

Ms. Gayle Hartmann Cultural Resources, Recreation 
Mr. Steve Marlatt Wildlife, Environmental Education 


Mr. Jeff Menges Representative of the Governor of Arizona 


Mr. Gary Jones Representative of the Greenlee County Board of Supervisors 


Mr. Van Talley Representative of the Graham County Board of Supervisors 
(Mayor of Safford) 


At present, a new advisory committee is being formed with nominations currently before the 
Secretary of the Interior for consideration. 
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Management Plan Appeals 
Status 


The Gila Box Management Plan, 
Environmental Assessment and Decision 
Record was released for public review on 
January 30, 1998. Over 130 administrative 
appeals (43 C.FR. Part 4) were submitted to 
the BLM concerning the Plan. The primary 
catalysts for appeal were those provisions of 
the Gila Box Plan proscribing sandrail use in 
the riparian corridors and livestock grazing in 
the riparian areas. In response to the appeals, 
the Interior Board of Land Appeals (IBLA) 
granted an interim stay barring 
implementation of the Plan for 60 days. By 
October 1998, the IBLA had lifted the stay 
and dismissed the appeals, and thereby 
allowed for full implementation of the Gila 
Box Plan. 


Sandrail Issue 

The Gila Box interdisciplinary team 
concluded that a "no road designation in the 
Gila River” scenario would best meet the 
management mandate for the RNCA 
contained in the Arizona Desert Wilderness 
Act of 1990 (ADWA). Since the Plan limits 
motorized vehicles to designated roads, and 
because BLM will not designate a road in the 
bottom of the Gila River, sandrail use in the 
Gila River floodplain is prohibited. ADWA 
Title II, in conjunction with the House Report 
(no. 101-405; February 21, 1990) 
accompanying the ADWA, also stated that 
Congress’ intention was to discontinue vehicle 
usage in the river corridor. This restriction 
was strongly opposed by members of the 
local public and city/county governments. 
Ultimately, the opposition resulted in 
numerous administrative appeals and a stay of 
the entire Plan. As mentioned above, by 
October 1998, that stay was lifted, the appeals 
dismissed, and sandrail use in the Gila River 
corridor is now prohibited. 


Riparian Livestock Grazing 


issue 


The Gila Box interdisciplinary team 
concluded that a "no riparian grazing” 
scenario would best meet the management 
mandate for the Gila Box RNCA contained in 
the ADWA. Consequently, the Gila Box Plan 
deferred livestock grazing in riparian areas of 
the RNCA for 15 years, which is the life of 
the Plan. This decision was strongly opposed 
by two of the seven affected ranchers, 
organizations such as People for the 
West/USA, and local governments. This 
opposition resulted in numerous 
administrative appeals and a stay in 
implementation of the Plan. As mentioned 
above, by October 1998, the stay had been 
lifted and the appeals dismissed by the Board. 
The riparian grazing restriction can now be 
enforced. This will simply restrict cattle from 
these sensitive areas, not cancel grazing 
permits. 


U.S. Fish and Wildlife 


Service Biological Opinion 

On September 29, 1997, the FWS 
rendered a Biological Opinion that eliminates 
livestock grazing in riparian areas on all 
public lands managed by the Safford Field 
Office, including those within the RNCA. The 
BLM will comply with the FWS Biological 
Opinion by eliminating riparian grazing in the 
RNCA and other riparian areas. The BLM ‘s 
committed to the protection of threatened and 
endangered species while providing for the 
multiple use management of the nation’s 
public lands. 


Other Issues Affecting the 
RNCA 


San Carlos Apache Tribe 
Boundary Dispute 


The San Carlos Apache Tribe continues to 
claim that surveys defining the boundary of 
their reservation are inaccurate and that, 
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consequently, portions of the RNCA belong to 
the Tribe. This boundary dispute has been 
raised by the Tribe numerous times since 
1919. The Department of the Interior 
reviewed the surveys in 1919 and 1936 and 
determined that the boundary was correct. In 
1972, the San Carlos and White Mountain 
Apache tribes accepted $4.9 million as 
compensation for all lands within their 
original reservation boundary that reverted 
back to the public domain without 
compensation. In 1992, due to the Tribe’s 
concerns, the BLM reviewed the historical 
documents concerning the boundary issue and 
determined that the survey, and hence the 
boundary, was correct. 


Increased Recreational Use 


and Its Resource Impacts 

The designation of the RNCA in 1990 
resulted in numerous publications in outdoor 
magazines and newspapers. Visitor use 
increased from approximately 10,000 visitor 
days in 1990 to well over 22,000 visitor days 
presently. As visitor use increased, negative 
impacts to natural and cultural resources of 
the RNCA increased, largely due to the lack 
of facilities and control over the recreating 
public. 

Prior to designation of the RNCA in 
1990, no recreation facilities were available to 
help manage visitors. In an effort to reduce 
the recreating public’s impacts to the natural 
and cultural resources, five picnic areas, two 
campgrounds, a watchable wiidlife viewing 
area, restrooms, and improved access roads 
were/will be constructed. These efforts 
dramatically reduce the negative impacts to 
the resources while improving the quality of 
the recreational experience. 


Potential Increase in Bonita 
Creek Water Use 


The City of Safford’s primary source of 
municipal water is Bonita Creek. Water use is 
ever increasing and it is very possible that the 
City will seek to draw an increased amount of 
water from Bonita Creek. The resource values 
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of the RNCA are directly or indirectly 
dependent on the water provided by perennial 
flow. Water resources support a diverse 
community of fish, wildlife, and riparian 
vegetation. Water diversions or other sources 
of flow reduction can severely degrade the 
quality or endanger the existence of these 
resources. 


Non-Point Source Pollution 

To tackle some of the broad-based 
environmental issues facing water quality 
management in the Gila River watershed, the 
Field Office participates in the San 
Carlos/Safford/Duncan Non-Point Source 
Management Group. This grassroots effort 
involving a number of public and private 
partners is addressing non-point water 
pollution problems along the Gila River in 
Arizona, while the “Gila Monster” group 
combines Arizona and New Mexico residents 


In 1997, the BLM hosted Partners Afloat to bring 
together local officials and potential tourism 
partners to discuss adventure tourism in the Gila 
Box. The group spent two days floating the river. 
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and organizations concerned with water 
quality issues in the entire watershed. 
Portions of the river within the Gila 
watershed are EPA 303 (d) listed waters. The 
Gila Monster works through local 
community-based planning to meet the goals 
of the Clean Water Act and assist in setting 
Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs). It is 
anticipated that this group’s efforts will result 
in improved water quality for the RNCA with 
an emphasis on reducing sediment loads and 
salinity. 


Partnerships 

The Gila Box Riparian National 
Conservation Area and its surrounding 
watershed are an excellent example of 


An aquatic journey through the Gila Box begins at this scenic spot 
located along the Black Hills Back Country Byway and ends 23 miles 


downstream at the Riverview Campground. 


partnerships at many levels and involving a 
multitude of resources. Even before the 
designation of the RNCA in 1990, the Safford 
Field Office had formed partnerships, both in 
the ‘ocal community and throughout the 
Arizona-New Mexico region that 
encompasses the watershed. Following the 
creation o the RNCA, those partnerships 
ave grown, as interest in the vast resources 
of tue Gila Box has increased. 

Maniy of the partnerships benefit 


recreation users of the public lands; others 
enhance the watershed and its critical riparian 
resources; still others protect fragile cultural 
resources. 

A few of the prime examples include: 

Black Hills Back Country Byway. From 
1992 to 1994, the BLM worked with a variety 
of partners to enhance this scenic road as a 
national byway that crosses the Gila Box 
RNCA. The 1994 dedication involved 
individuals and organizations in many of the 
local communities, plus partners from around 
the state, for a three-day celebration of the 
public lands. Over 100 volunteers assisted the 
BLM. Twelve local organizations contributed 
to the printing of the byway brochure, which 
received a national award from the American 
Recreation Coalition. 

Bonita Creek Watchable 
Wildlife Viewing Area 
and Trail. Dedicated in 
1997, this trail and 
viewing platform were 
funded by an Arizona 
Game and Fish 
Department Heritage 
Grant. In addition to 
AGFD, BLM’s partners 
included the City of 
Safford, Arizona State 
Prison - Ft. Grant, a local 
sporting goods store, and a 
river outfitter. 

San Carlos/Safford/ 
Duncan Non-point 
Source Group and Gila 
Monster. As mentioned 
above, these grassroots 
organizations were formed to address non- 
point source pollution in the Gila River 
watershed. These huge partnerships involve 
federal, state, and local governments, private 
landowners, irrigation districts, and many 
others. Over the past two years, they have had 
many notable accomplishments. 

Recreation. New campgrounds and other 
improvements to the Gila Box and Black 
Hills Back Country Byway are being 
developed by BLM through a grant from the 
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Arizona State Parks Off-Highway Vehicle 
Fund. The BLM formed Partners Afloat to 
discuss opportunities for adventure tourism to 
hoost the local economy. The BLM also 
participates with other agencies and local 
businesses in the Arizona Adventure Travel 
Network. 

Pueblo Devol. This Anasazi cliff 
dwelling, nestled in upper Bonita Creek, was 
the site of a partnership with the National 
Park Service to record the site, conduct 
archaeological excavations, and stabilize the 
dwelling for future interpretation. 

Serna Cabin. This restoration was a 
partnership between the National Park 
Service, Arizona State Prison - San Jose, and 
the Coronado Chapter of the Arizona 
Archaeological Society. This historic 
homesteader’s house was reconstructed and 
interpreted and, in the future, may serve as a 
BLM contact station for Bonita Creek. 

Arizona Site Stewards. This volunteer 
group regularly patrols and monitors 
historical and archaeologica! sites on public 
lands, including those within the RNCA, to 
discourage vandalism and report cases of 
abuse. They also help maintain picnic areas 
and popular public sites by picking up litter 
and reporting illegal activities. 


BLM Funding 

A one-time supplemental appropriation of 
$123,000 was provided in FY 1992. Later, 
another one-time appropriation of $65,000 
was provided. The Safford Field Office has 
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used its base budget, along with grants, to 
fund the increased costs posed by proper 
management of the RNCA. It is a formidable 
task to satisfy the requirements and 
expectations of managing a National 
Conservation Area, and sources of outside 
grant monies were sought. 


Grants 


Monetary grants, received primarily from 
the State of Arizona, have enabled the BLM 
to accomplish some of the RNCA objectives. 
The following is a list of the grants received, 
their source and amount, and the manner in 
which they were used: 
¢ President's Incentive Fund, United States 

of America: $40,000 

In 1992, the BLM received these 
President’s Incentive Funds to be used for 
upland fencing of the Gila River corridor in 
order to reduce impacts from riparian grazing. 
¢ Arizona Game and Fish Department 

Heritage Fund, State of Arizona. 
¢ Golden Anniversary Award, BLM: 

$32,500 

In 1994, the BLM received a $7,500.00 
Heritage Grant from the Arizona Game and 
Fish Department and $25,000 from the BLM 
Director to construct a watchable wildlife 
viewing area near the confluence of Bonita 
Creek and the Gila River within the Gila Box 
RNCA. The project includes an all-weather 
accessible walkway that leads to two viewing 
decks on the canyon rim of Bonita Creek at 
treetop level of mature cottonwood and 


The Serna Cabin, a historic homesteader’s home from the 1920s, was restored by the BLM in cooperation 
with the National Park Service, Arizona State Prison, and members of the Arizona Archaeological Society. 
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sycamore trees. Five interpretive color panels 
display over 25 species of neotropical 
migrating birds and describe various 
environmental habitat concerns and needs of 
these birds. 
¢ Arizona State Parks Off-Hig!iway Vehicle 

(OHV) Funa, State of Arizona: $58,950 

In 1995, the BLM received this Arizona 
State Parks OHV Grant to construct two 
campgrounds within the Gila Box RNCA. 
Both campgrounds will be completed by May 
1999, and will include restrooms, picnic 
tables, campfire grills, and trash collection. 
Both are fully accessible to the public. 
¢ Arizona Water Protection Fund, State of 

Arizona: $157,000 

In 1996, the BLM received this grant to 
improve the water quality of the Gila River 
and Bonita Creek by eliminating cattle 
grazing from the riparian corridors and 
distributing grazing more efficiently 
throughout the uplands. This is being 
accomplished through fencing and water 
developments. 
¢ Field Incentive Award, Department of the 

Interior: $10,000 

In 1997, the Department of the Interior 
awarded the Safford Field Office funds to 
begin construction of fencing along the San 
Francisco River to reduce impacts from 
riparian grazing. 
¢ National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 

Grant, Private Foundation: $40,000 

In 1997, this grant enabled completion of 
the San Francisco River fencing and 
construction of upland livestock/wildlife 
waters to enable exclusion of livestock from 
the river. 


Summery 


The Gila Jox Riparian National 
Conservation Area has a bright future. With 
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the completion of the management plan in 
1998, full implementation of the plan over the 
next 15 years is sure to “conserve, protect, 
and enhance” the valuable nparian and related 
resources of this outstanding area. We are 
encouraged by the progress we have achieved 
thus far and are confident that far greater 
results will be realized in the future. 

Much of the local community now 
realizes the importance of the designation to 
economic diversification and rural tourism. 
Visitor use is increasing. Arizona Highways 
magazine, an internationally renowned 
publication, ran feature stories on the Gila 
River (July 1997) and Bonita Creek (October 
1997) which generated national interest. The 
RNCA was featured on a large exhibit at the 
Gateway Conference in Tacoma, Washington, 
in September 1998. Local community leaders 
who attended the conference are working with 
the BLM to plan future activities to promote 
the recreation opportunities within the Gila 
Box. The City of Safford and Graham County 
Chamber of Commerce are cosponsoring the 
upcoming dedication of the Riverview 
Campground in 1999. The weekend event will 
acquaint local residents to the many 
opportunities for recreation that lie at their 
back door, and how the RNCA can be a boost 
to the local economy. The dedication is 
expected to draw visitors from throughout the 
Southwest to participate in a /ariety of 
outdoor activities such as back country jeep 
adventures, horseback treks, mountain bike 
tours, river rafting, and children’s programs. 

Ongoing natural and cultural resource 
projects will further protect and enhance the 
Gila Box’s riparian and watershed resources. 
Over the next !5 years, the BLM will 
continue to foster partnerships that will 
conserve, protect, and enhance this valuable 
national treasure. 


Gila Box Riparian National Conservation Area 


